W hen the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act (HHFKA) was signed into law on December 13, 2010 (Public Law 111-296), public health organizations, school nurses, parents, administrators, and many law makers cheered. The HHFKA is the most significant investment in the school meal program in more than 30 years. It calls for improved nutrition for all foods sold in schools, stronger local school nutrition and physical activity wellness policies, greater accountability for school meals to meet nutrition standards, and improved meal financing to support healthier school lunches. Overall, it means healthier school environments for our nation's school children.
More than 31 million children participate in the National School Lunch Program (Food and Nutrition Service, 2011) and children consume about a third of their daily calories at school (Condon, Crepinsek, & Fox, 2009 ). With one out of every three children in America considered overweight or obese (Proposed Rule, 2011), school meals provide an essential avenue for providing children with more nutritious food options and teaching them healthy habits that can last a lifetime.
USDA's Proposed School Meal Standards
In January 2011, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) issued a preliminary set of school meal nutrition standards based on recommendations from the Institute of Medicine and the 2005 Dietary Guidelines for Americans (Proposed Rule, 2011) . Compared to current requirements, the proposed standards would:
• Double the amount and increase the variety of fruits and vegetables • Increase whole grains • Gradually reduce sodium in school meals • Limit saturated and trans fat • Ensure the milk served with school meals is low fat or nonfat • Establish calorie maximums, as well as minimums, to ensure school meals address both hunger and obesity
In response to the proposed standards, the USDA received more than 130,000 public comments from parents, health professionals, and organizations, the vast majority of which fully support the school meal standards. The USDA is carefully reviewing those comments and is expected to release a final set of nutrition guidelines this month.
Getting Junk Food and Soda out of Schools
While the USDA works to finalize the nutrition standards for school meals, it is also developing nutrition standards for the other foods sold in schools. Competitive foods are those available or sold outside of the federally reimbursed school meals program, including those sold through vending machines, a la carte lines, snack bars, and fundraisers. The nutrition standards for those foods are 30 years old and apply only to foods in the cafeteria during meal times.
The HHFKA allows the USDA to set up-to-date, science-based nutrition standards for all foods sold on the whole campus for the whole school day. This is important since all too often those foods are energy-dense, nutrient-poor items, like soda, sports drinks, candy, snack cakes, and chips, which undermine healthy diets and compete with school lunches. Sales of competitive foods and beverages often decrease participation in the school meal programs, meaning that kids miss out on balanced meals and schools lose out on federal reimbursements. Competitive food in schools may especially be an issue for low-income students if peer pressure and stigma drive them to purchase competitive foods rather than eat a free or reduced price school meal. The USDA is expected to propose nutrition standards for competitive foods in January 2012.
Paying the Price
The new school meal nutrition improvements are estimated to cost an additional $6.8 billion over 5 years (Proposed Rule, 2011) . Those costs are covered by several provisions of the HHFKA and include: • Providing a 6-cent-per-lunch increase in reimbursement for school lunches that meet the new school meal standards, potentially providing $1.5 billion over 5 years. • Requiring that schools gradually close the gap between paid-meal revenues and free-meal revenues to ensure that funds meant for providing healthy foods for low-income children are not diverted to other purposes. By closing this gap, school meal programs would raise an estimated $323 million over the next 5 years. • Ensuring that the prices charged for competitive foods cover the costs to produce and sell them. A national meal-cost study conducted by the USDA revealed that revenues from competitive foods usually do not cover their costs and schools often use federal meal subsidies to offset their sales. Implementation of this provision will bring an estimated $7.2 billion in additional revenue to school food service accounts over the next 5 years and will result in 900,000 more children participating in the school meal programs (Interim Rule, 2011) .
Although providing healthy school meals costs more, the cost of inaction would be much greater. Obesity adds $150 billion a year to national health care costs, about half of which are paid by taxpayers through Medicare and Medicaid (Finkelstein, Trogdon, Cohen, & Dietz, 2009) . Obesity also poses a threat to national security, as an alarming one in four young adults is too heavy to qualify for military service (Mission: Readiness, 2010).
Our Children Cannot Wait Any Longer
The USDA's proposed updates to the school meal standards and the removal of unhealthy foods from vending machines in all our nation's schools are long overdue, achievable, and critical to our children's health and will maximize the taxpayer investment in the school meal programs.
Parents, health professionals, and other community members should work with schools and support the USDA to help schools meet the new nutrition standards so that our country's children receive the healthy school meals they need and deserve. ■ For more information about the USDA's proposed school meal standards, visit http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/. For ideas about how to improve food in your school, visit http://www.cspinet.org/ nutritionpolicy/ImproveSchoolFoods .html.
